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Community engagement with time poor and seemingly apathetic citizens continues to 
challenge local governments. Capturing the attention of a digitally literate community 
who are technology and socially savvy adds a new quality to this challenge. 
Community engagement is resource and time intensive, yet local governments have to 
manage on continually tightened budgets. The benefits of assisting citizens in taking 
ownership in making their community and city a better place to live in collaboration 
with planners and local governments are well established. This study investigates a 
new collaborative form of civic participation and engagement for urban planning that 
employs in-place digital augmentation. It enhances people’s experience of physical 
spaces with digital technologies that are directly accessible within that space, in 
particular through interaction with mobile phones and public displays. 
The study developed and deployed a system called Discussions in Space (DIS) in 
conjunction with a major urban planning project in Brisbane. Planners used the 
system to ask local residents planning-related questions via a public screen, and 
passers-by sent responses via SMS or Twitter onto the screen for others to read and 
reflect, hence encouraging in-situ, real-time, civic discourse. The low barrier of entry 
proved to be successful in engaging a wide range of residents who are generally not 
heard due to their lack of time or interest. The system also reflected positively on the 
local government for reaching out in this way. Challenges and implications of the 
short-texted and ephemeral nature of this medium were evaluated in two focus groups 
with urban planners. The paper concludes with an analysis of the planners’ feedback 
evaluating the merits of the data generated by the system to better engage with 
Australia’s new digital locals. 
Introduction	  
We created Discussions In Space (DIS) (Schroeter & Foth, 2009) as a design 
experiment offering a novel and additional mechanism for residents in Brisbane, 
Australia, to engage in the consultation phase of an urban planning project conducted 
by Brisbane City Council (BCC).  
DIS facilitates a discussion and opinion forum around urban planning related topics, 
issues and questions, which are promoted on a large, situated public screen (see 
Figure 1). Passers-by can directly submit messages to the screen using their mobile 
phone’s SMS, Twitter and Internet capabilities. The user-generated messages are 
moderated and displayed on the screen in real-time, hence providing a platform for 
collective expression and public discourse. 
 
Figure	  1:	  Screenshot	  of	  the	  public	  screen	  application	  
The hypothesis of this research project is that – compared to conventional online 
forums or wikis – in-place digital augmentation of this kind offers significant new 
benefits to enhance public consultation. It allows to lower the barrier for users of 
urban environments to access place-specific, planning related information and to 
provide collaborative input about the future of a place, where and when it is mostly 
needed, that is, in place and right now.  
By using location-based, social technologies that the new digital locals are 
accustomed to, this study specifically aims at new ways to effectively engage with 
residents whom local governments generally have difficulties to engage with. E.g., in 
our pilot study (Schroeter & Foth, 2009) which informed this project, planners 
referred to them as younger, time-poor, transient or apathetic ‘backyard buddies’. 
The following research questions guided the study presented in this paper: In what 
way is this system and the short-texted and ephemeral data it potentially generates 
valuable to a local council or urban planning project? Can the application collect 
responses that are useful in improving the urban planning process? How is it different 
from other consultation tools? And how could such systems be improved for the 
purpose of urban planning? 
This study’s evaluation of DIS followed up on a successful trial over a three-week 
case study, where 656 posts were received from 225 distinct users, mostly under the 
age of 30. Three 90-minute focus groups were held with a total of 13 planning 
professionals. All of the participants were experienced in the public participation 
processes for urban planning. We presented a selected subset of screen responses to 
the planners to consider the value and usability of this type of feedback. 
This paper will now present an overview of the DIS system, followed by a discussion 
of the findings of the study’s focus groups. In the conclusions we look at DIS as a 
community engagement tool in the context of IAP2. 
Related	  Work	  
The International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) provides a Spectrum of 
Public Participation (2007) reaching from lower levels such as informing and 
consulting the public, to higher levels like involving, collaborating with and 
empowering the public. Our goal is the creation of a new location-based social media 
tool that fits into these lower levels of informing and consulting the public and is 
compatible with the IAP2’s Public Participation Toolbox (2006), which will be 
demonstrated within this paper.  
The new communication technologies and the resulting information society have been 
cited as having a range of benefits including a role as ‘democracy enhancers’ (Gilder, 
1990; Masuda, 1990; Rheingold, 1993), through the extended freedom of thought 
(Huber 1994) and a faster flow of information (Nesbitt, 1982). Effectively tapping 
into this potential has been raised as an issue for community engagement at the top 
tiers of government (AGIMO, 2008), and especially inclusive of the discipline of 
urban planning where governance directly impacts the way people live, work and 
dwell.  
Today’s leadership challenge is that of engaging citizens in the governance processes 
including planning issues along with other policy areas (Lukensmeyer & Torres, 
2006). Dahlgren (2009) and McAllister (1998) both refer to the declining citizen 
engagement and express concern for the declining citizen knowledge, along with a 
disinterest and distrust in politics and representative institutions (Gibson, Lusoli, & 
Ward, 2008). MacNamara (2010) argues for the process of public consultation and 
citizen engagement to ‘examine uses and effectiveness of interactive internet 
communications more broadly’, and Bittle et al. (2009) provide promising examples 
of current online practices. 
This paper explores the affordances, opportunities and challenges of location-based 
social media accessed via mobile phones (Goodman, 2005) and public screens (Lane, 
Thelwall, Angus, Peckett, & West, 2005) in order to achieve Jane Jacobs’ praise of 
cities as places with ‘something for everybody, … created by everybody’ (1962). 
Discussions	  In	  Space	  
DIS was deployed in conjunction with Brisbane City Council’s Bright Ideas Stand. 
The stand (see Figure 2) featured an approximately 3x3m area of tiled flooring with a 
large printed map of the inner Brisbane area, an information poster, as well as a senior 
and junior urban planner on weekdays between 10am and 2pm. During those times, 
passers-by could ask the planners questions and talk about their ‘bright idea for 
Brisbane’s future’, to imagine visions for Brisbane in 2050. To visualize their idea, 
participants playfully engaged with the map by placing building blocks on it.  
 Figure	  2:	  DIS	  at	  the	  Bright	  Ideas	  Stand	  set	  up	  at	  the	  university	  
The DIS application was running in parallel as an additional engagement tool of the 
installation. The application ran while it was manned by BCC staff, as well as outside 
those hours, daily from 8 am – 9 pm. Therefore, residents who had something to say 
could choose between talking to the planners directly or sending in a message via the 
screen, while the staff were present. When staff were not present, residents could opt 
for sending in a postcard (the stand presented a stack of postcards and an embedded 
mailbox) or sending their bright idea to the screen. 
DIS has been deployed at several locations. The data presented to the urban planners 
and evaluated in this paper, however, stems from one successful installation in 
conjunction with the Bright Ideas Stand at an inner-city university campus over 3 
weeks in March 2010.  
This particular location (see Figure 2) was conducive to a successful trial because a) 
DIS was featured on a large projection screen in a shaded indoor environment where 
it was easy to read, b) students and university staff were waiting for lectures to start, 
so they had enough time to interact with the system, and c) the campus is situated 
close to the CBD, so users would be familiar with inner-city issues. 
Content	  Considerations	  
The following points had to be considered when forming the topics and questions: 
• Size limitation – allow for short replies, as responses are limited to 160 
characters. 
• Time limitation – easy to understand, allowing users to quickly think about a 
possible answer 
• Excitement and positivity – encourage contributions about positive and 
constructive suggestions about the bigger picture and the future of the city 
• Balance between all of the above and the urban planners’ needs, who seek 
information to inherently complex problems 
Considering the above aspects, we had to arrive at a compromise between specific 
questions that the planners wanted to know as part of visioning a Brisbane in the year 
2050 and questions that would be suitable for the medium. Each theme had a main 
heading plus one or two specific sub-questions to provide participants with several 
options how they could respond to the broad topic. They also reflected what planners 
asked residents face-to-face at the Bright Ideas Stand. The three themes we eventually 
used during the case study were  
1. Share your bright idea (Figure 1, Figure 6) – How would you like to see the 
city grow? What would be the most positive change? 
2. Is Brisbane cool/uncool? (Figure 4) – What’s your favourite hang out spot and 
what makes it so special? What makes Brisbane a good place to live, work or 
use? 
3. Bus, cycling, train or car? (Figure 5) – How did you get here today? How 
could your daily commute be improved? What would convince you to leave 
your car at home? 
Moderation	  
Moderation of the screen was shared between three distributed researchers and one 
university staff. The aim was to have at least one moderator on duty during operating 
hours, at busy times only one moderator moderated. Outside work hours, moderation 
took place via a mobile phone. Both, the desktop and mobile phone moderation 
application received instant notifications whenever a new message was sent to the 
screen. 
 Figure	  3:	  Number	  of	  messages	  sent	  (y-­axis)	  by	  distinct	  users	  (x-­axis)	  over	  SMS	  and	  Twitter	  
Moderators had to immediately label a message as ‘on topic’, ‘off topic’ or ‘declined’ 
to ensure the real-time nature of the application. ‘On topic’ and ‘off topic’ posts were 
presented on the public screen as soon as they were approved, while ‘declined’ 
messages did not appear. The screen application animated a rotation through the four 
most recent messages plus a random selection of older ‘on topic’ messages, which 
changed every 90 seconds to keep the content dynamic and interesting. Further, ‘off 
topic’ messages expired after 15 minutes to encourage and emphasize ‘on topic’ 
posts.  
Over the three weeks, 656 posts were received from 225 distinct users, mostly 
university students under the age of 30. 607 (194 users) messages were sent via SMS, 
49 (31 users) via Twitter. The users who sent the most messages were also the ones 
who sent the most ‘off topic’ or ‘declined’ messages (Figure 3). Overall 154 were 
considered ‘on topic’, out of which 80 were randomly selected for the focus group 
study. The distribution of messages, especially the ratio between ‘on’ and ‘off topic’, 
should be taken with a grain of salt as studies at other locations have shown that it 
largely depends on the community dynamics around the screen. 
Evaluation	  Approach	  
To assess the value and potential of DIS as a planning consultation tool 13 
participants were invited to three 90-minute focus group sessions at the university. 
The invited participants all had experience in engaging with local residents in a 
variety of planning-related positions, such as strategic planning (SP) or statutory 
planning (ST) within a council, urban design or architecture (UDA). Six participants 
were working for either one of three city councils in South East Queensland (Brisbane 
City, Logan, Sunshine Coast Regional) at the time of the study; three had worked for 
a council in the past but were now working independently as planning consultants 
(PC); a further three had always worked in industry (UDA), and one participant was a 
community worker (CW) heavily involved organising weekly community events for 
residents in the CBD. 
All three focus groups were set up to feature a mix of council and industry 
professionals, as well as a mix with regards to the level of experience and age, 
ranging from five to 30+ years of experience in the sector. The aim was to create 
heterogeneous groups conducive to a healthy discussion, rather than participants 
agreeing with each other because they have similar backgrounds. 
During the first part of the focus group sessions, participants were asked to reflect on 
the current toolsets they have used in the past to engage with citizens. Particular 
emphasis was placed on general advantages, disadvantages or challenges when using 
these tools to inform urban planning decisions. This pre-discussion not only served as 
an easy topic for them to break the ice, but also allowed analysis of participants’ 
attitude towards public participation, whether it was negative, cynical, indifferent, 
positive, enthusiastic, open-minded in terms of new media, or if they favoured more 
traditional ways, etc.  
The second part started with a brief 5-minute introduction and demonstration of the 
Discussions In Space system and an overview of the results. Planners were then given 
a selected subset of the data in random order. The subset included 80 posts, which 
were sent to the system via SMS or Twitter during the case study at the university 
location. The selected subset of 80 messages all came from the pool of messages that 
had been accepted as ‘on topic’ during the moderation process. The participants were 
made aware that ‘off topic’ messages such as a simple ‘hi’ or jokes like ‘you just lost 
the game’, as well as inappropriate messages that were declined, were not included in 
the subset. 
The participants were given about 5 minutes to read and sort through the subset at 
their own pace, slowly grouping them into stacks, which they were then asked to label 
in a way they thought be appropriate. Finally, everyone reflected on their initial 
thoughts and presented their way of grouping and labelling the messages, which 
eventually led to a discussion amongst the participants. 
Two researchers facilitated the three focus group sessions, which were videotaped and 
transcribed as part of the analysis. 
Findings	  
Overall, the initial reaction of the participants towards DIS as an engagement tool was 
positive. The two prevalent aspects, which stood out amongst others as being 
appreciated the most by all participants, were: a) the positivity of the submitted 
messages and b) the brevity of the messages.  
Positive.	  Brief.	  
The positive nature of the posts was identified by the focus groups and it was seen as 
a ‘positive consultation, [...] a way of getting people more interested and more 
involved in the process’ (PC Alan) and ‘people generally being overall very positive’ 
(IP Paul). IP Paul was also excited to note that it was ‘lovely’ to see residents 
‘acknowledging the culture’ and ‘recognising the personality of the city’ as well as 
‘defending the unique character’ (see Figure 4). 
 
Figure	  4:	  Residents	  defending	  Brisbane's	  unique	  character	  
Indeed, of the 208 posts, which were related to the topic, only 28 (13%) had 
dominating elements of a complaint (typical posts depicted in Figure 5). Most of these 
angry messages were related to transport issues. In general, transport was a central 
theme throughout the installation. Even the first topic ‘Share your bright idea,’ which 
was later followed by a specific transport-related topic, attracted many posts with a 
consistent message about accessibility and movement in the city. 
 
Figure	  5:	  Angry	  messages	  about	  transport	  
This emphasis on transport is indicative of what the number One issue in Brisbane is, 
from heated discussions in online forums to community activist groups demonstrating 
against new roads or tunnels being built. One of the planners put it as follows: ‘On 
any planning project, it’s never a surprise that transport is the one thing that people 
will tell you the most about, whether it’s complaining or solutions or the whole 
gambit. And I guess that’s because transport affects people’s lives every single day.’ 
Every urban planner had been confronted with complaints from the public at least at 
one point in their career, so they were not surprised to see that ‘people are 
complaining about traffic, or complaining about the bus’ using DIS as well.  
Yet, IP Paul felt that people did not seem to be ‘seeking validation,’ but simply ‘got a 
point to make.’ He also assumed that the contributors ‘didn’t care if understood’ and 
‘just wanted to feel good about themselves.’ From his own experience, ‘a long letter 
to the council is all about validating and being understood.’ Overall, he felt the 
messages were constructive. 
CP Dale summed it up as follows: ‘when people write letters or submissions, they rant 
a lot. It comes down to one sentence, but they have written 10 pages about it. And 
ultimately those 10 pages [...] don’t mean much [...] it’s just a vent for them, an 
emotional outpouring.’ Yet, it is a legal obligation that all letters from the public are 
read and responded to in one way or another, which in circumstances like the above 
can be time consuming and expensive. The design of the DIS system on the other 
hand does not allow for messages longer than 140 characters for Twitter or 160 
characters for SMS. As a result, users have to choose their words carefully in order to 
get their point across.  
The evaluation of the focus groups showed a consistent agreement amongst all 
participants that this limitation was in fact one of the system’s ‘biggest strengths.’ 
They greatly appreciated that the messages had a ‘nice bite’ and were ‘really quickly 
[to] understand,’ that they were ‘succinct,’ ‘straight to the point,’ and had a general 
‘focus on getting the idea out.’ In this context, CW Anne raised the concern that 
‘writing short and pithy messages is a skill that not everybody in the community has.’ 
Light	  Bulbs:	  Brainstorming	  during	  the	  visioning	  stage	  
The participants also felt that the system succeeded in encouraging people to think 
about new ideas, to be innovative and positive about the future, rather than negative 
about the present. The participants unanimously saw DIS as an ideal ‘IN to a project, 
to start the conversation’ There was a sense that the DIS could be used at a lot of 
different stages of the planning process, especially brainstorming during the visioning 
stage. 
Participants said that, with a lot of consultation, the feedback is confirming what the 
planners already know rather than new ideas, whereas DIS provided a blank canvas 
for their own ideas. It was different from presenting residents with predefined ideas 
that may actually inhibit the creative process. CP Carol confirmed that the ideas were 
more ‘outside the box’ than those gathered through more traditional means, such as 
CPTs (Community Planning Teams, aka Community Advisory Groups). This also 
excited PC Alan: ‘[DIS] strikes me as coming up with lots of information that’s 
outside the scope of the potential project [...]. Which is quite exciting!’ 
The deliberate selection of broad topics, in combination with the public, electronic, 
anonymous brainstorming nature of DIS, as well as specifically targeting a younger 
audience (compared to the usual demographics who attend CPT meetings), seems to 
be a fertile soil for new exciting ideas to be born. 
Jumping castles on the Brisbane river 
The above message is a prime example of an outside the box ‘bright idea’. A resident 
sent it in, probably thinking of it as more of a joke. Nevertheless, even those 
presumably ‘silly’ ideas triggered a thought process around how the meaning of such 
a message, providing more elements of fun around the river, could possibly be 
implemented. It was suggested that some of these bright ideas provide a ‘spur’ for 
further thought and development in terms of values people hold on certain issues, 
which could lead to a more informed planning process. 
A catalyst for social innovation 
While messages that are outside the scope of a planning project may not directly 
influence the project itself, SP Laura recognised the great opportunities that may arise 
from tapping into the local, crowd-sourced pool of creativity in this way. By ignoring 
the prompts asked on the screen, residents were ‘pushing into things like the culture 
and the identity and social inclusion and all those other things that are integral to the 
way the city [...] changes and develops.’ Through this, residents suggest further 
innovations and community development beyond the planning issues at hand, which 
may lead to enterprise opportunities or responses by non-profit organisations. 
Uncovering the community’s cool, natural lingo 
There was also a sense in analysis of the messages that the there was ‘a language there 
that we don’t really use.’ While the contrived language that often comes with formal 
responses was not found, the natural language of the community in their discussion of 
the issues was revealed. Learning and using the language of the target group is useful 
in communicating planning issues. 
SP Dale also highlighted the importance of uncovering the community’s language in 
this way. He noted that it was common practice to enhance bar graphs resulting from 
market research with ‘revealing’ comments from the public, i.e., ‘a qualitative piece 
of information that represents some other information that you’ve uncovered 
elsewhere’. He thought the DIS data offered such symbols of concepts in the 
community, which is not only interesting for a politician, but also for community 
members. 
Community	  issues	  and	  hotspots	  
Most messages did not have a personal agenda nor did they seek out purely personal 
benefits. There were only a minor 27 of all 656 messages (4%), where such 
tendencies were apparent (examples in Figure 6). 
 
Figure	  6:	  Messages	  with	  personal	  agenda	  
However, despite the brevity of the messages, UDA Paul was surprised to find that ‘a 
lot of people were joining the dots a bit too [and] making those connections between 
urban consolidation and so on,’ as indicated by the following post: 
‘More affordable accommodation in the city means less cars on the road’ 
Furthermore, when observing posts that were in support or against new bridges in 
Brisbane, SP Laura found DIS to be a good source for ‘flagging [...] some potential 
hot spots [or] conflicts’. 
Targeted	  and	  location-­‐specific	  
Planners also considered it as an advantage, depending on the nature of the urban 
planning project, that DIS targeted a specific user group within a certain area, as 
compared to other ICT tools where the information about the users is often lost or 
reduced to knowing residents’ addresses, rather than knowing which part of the city 
they use. For example, the most vocal residents complaining about changes to the city 
square on an online forum might in fact rarely visit the square. The online forum does 
not recognise if real users of a particular urban place post. DIS, on the other hand, 
engages residents in-situ, that is, the application is able to run on a screen situated at 
the site that is the subject of the discussion. As a result, the feedback from the public 
is focussed on a smaller, location-specific community.  
Talking	  vs.	  texting	  
During the case study, DIS was located next to the city council’s ‘bright ideas’ 
information stand, which was occupied by urban planners between 10am and 2pm. 
Residents were able to talk to them to ask questions about the planning project and 
tell them their ideas, which the planners would record. The collected data indicates 
that some users who contributed a thoughtful idea or message deliberately chose to 
send it in as a short text to be displayed on the public screen, rather than talking about 
it to the planners who were nearby.  
For those users, DIS provided the freedom to contribute on their own terms, to spend 
as much or as little time on the issue as they wanted, without being tangled up in a 
conversation. They could simply have been too intimidated or shy to talk to a planner. 
Also, they did not have any questions, nor did they want to have a response from the 
on-site staff. They just wanted to say what they had to say, in a public way, and make 
sure it was recorded. Talking to a planner does not necessarily mean that one’s voice 
is accurately recorded, as pointed out during the focus groups. Despite best efforts, 
misrepresentations are possible. The planners who were previously involved in such 
engagement processes on the ground admitted that this was indeed a challenge and 
hence welcomed this authentic and user-generated input channel. 
SP Kirstin also found the messages to be ‘a lot more honest’, which she attributed to 
the fact that these contributors did not have to talk directly to the planner, but could 
do so more anonymously. SP Laura thought that communicating to a peer-based, 
broader pool of ideas might be more palatable for people. She noted this in light of the 
‘dynamics around citizens and their governments, […] the prevailing idea that people 
are losing faith in their governments and don’t necessarily want to interface with their 
representatives or officers of governments.’ The research of Eva Cox (2002) supports 
this concern that there is a declining trust and disengagement of citizens within 
Australia, in the formal community processes. Cox noted the importance of building 
social cohesion and engagement for effective democracy and healthy civic 
involvement, supporting the concept of alternative avenues of communication. 
The ability of DIS to directly relay messages back to the community and share them 
across the community for all who are there to see was seen as a definite strength of 
this tool. The community does not see it as a one way feed but a shared forum. 
Identified	  challenges	  and	  possible	  improvements	  
Lacking	  scope	  
SP Kirstin thought DIS suffered from a ‘lack of scope.’ The fast-paced nature is 
required to grab the attention of passers-by quickly. The trade-off is that there is 
neither enough time nor enough screen real estate, to provide more background 
information on the plan or question. On the other hand, as mentioned earlier, it is also 
this lack of scope that emphasises the opportunity to focus on the residents’ free-
flowing ideas, rather than the planners’ ideas.  
The challenge to find questions that balance brevity and meaning should be addressed 
in close collaboration with marketing or communications professionals. In an 
interview with an urban planner during the pilot study of the project, he stated that 
there is a trend to increasingly work with the marketing and media team on these 
issues, previously the planners would struggle to convey information that was too 
technical or analytical to the public. Now ‘there’s a whole group of different people 
with a different technical set who are about communications’. We found that when 
developing the questions for the screen that we re-worded the planners’ questions and 
topics into simpler everyday language. 
Lacking	  context	  	  
The urban planners, as discussed above, appreciated succinct messages with ‘bite’. On 
the other hand, short texts may also lead to a lack of context, e.g., what was the 
motivation behind this idea, why does the resident think the particular issue is 
important, and sometimes simply: what did the resident actually mean? 
SMS texts without depth and clarity can confuse people. The same applies here. In 
relation to some of the posts that asked for fewer or more bridges in Brisbane, SP 
Carol mentioned that the posts are not useful for planners unless the ‘why’ question is 
addressed: ‘But if you can get the context for that, that could be because they don’t 
like the Kurilpa Bridge [or] because you can’t get from here to the pathway.’ 
Some of the contexts of the messages can be established by observing the space 
around the screen, e.g. if a message was meant to be serious or not, while other 
contexts can be established by carefully looking at the data itself, e.g., several 
messages came from the same user. 
Follow	  ups	  
DIS allows users to be contacted afterwards to explore comments to a greater depth if 
a planner decides it may be worthwhile to investigate further. Follow up questions 
could be sent to the residents over the same medium they chose, SMS or twitter1. 
Using this unobtrusive way allows residents to respond on their own terms, in their 
own time, in whatever detail they see fit. A great advantage in this respect is that users 
do not have to go through a tedious registration process to leave their details, like in 
many online forums. Their mobile number or twitter account id is automatically 
recorded and saved alongside their message (as advised in the application’s Terms 
and Conditions published on a poster near the public screen as well as on a website, 
which address was promoted on the screen itself). 
Users, who are serious about the thoughtful idea they sent to the screen, respond quite 
positively to a short follow up. During the study, 9 out of 20 users responded that it 
was ok to contact them via phone. Considering they agreed to be called up by a 
stranger, this is a good return. 
Follow-ups can also occur in real-time and be made publicly visible as well. For 
example, one way to improve the system in the future, is for planners to take a more 
active role in running a DIS application themselves, rather than leaving it to the 
researchers. As part of this role, planners would not only take care of the moderation 
process, they would also post follow up questions, replies or clarifying information 
directly to the individual or even redirect them back to the screen for the community 
to see. 
                                                
1 During the installation of the case study, the public screen highlighted in a footnote that 
users might be contacted for research purposes. This point was also outlined in the Terms and 
Conditions, which were promoted on a poster near the screen and accessible online. 
Lack	  of	  control	  
One of the concerns expressed by planners was the lack of control over this medium 
versus others, in particular face-to-face interaction. UDA Dan, for example, who was 
sceptical about electronic media in general (‘The problem with all electronic media is 
[that] you are going to get bombarded with all these answers.’). He preferred using 
‘face-to-face you can control a little bit more’, e.g., direct residents towards a certain 
issue. The value of spontaneity to adjust questions in the face-to-face context was also 
noted. ‘Whereas these [questions in DIS] being something that’s published, they are 
almost set in stone’ (CW Anne). DIS does allow for change relatively easily but 
understanding how the questions are being interpreted may not be immediately 
obvious. 
The aim of the system is not to provide the same kind of control and richness one can 
achieve in a face-to-face conversation within a public meeting, workshop, focus 
group, etc. Within the spectrum of public participation, these tools are likely used to 
more actively involve or collaborate with a subset of selected residents. DIS is a novel 
consultation tool, which aims at broadening the toolset for gathering public feedback. 
Nevertheless, ways to increase the level of control will be further investigated, beyond 
the improvements discussed above. 
Quantitative	  Analysis	  and	  Ratings	  
When sorting through the message data, UDA Dan noted: ‘It can be potentially 
overwhelming when you get all those responses.’ He did not refer to the sheer volume 
of messages that DIS generated, as this is much less of a problem as compared to 
other electronic media, because the location constraints of the application limits the 
user base. He was more referring to the fact that within the given time, he could not 
establish any common themes (besides public transport) quickly enough. He further 
pointed out that targeted ‘micro’ messages such as 
My favourite hang out spot is the Leaky Cauldron. Or maybe Florean 
Fortescue's Ice Cream Parlour.  
might ‘at first glance […] seem insignificant, but actually it may mean something if it 
is related to specific areas that people are using,’ and that these messages are only 
useful, if they are part of a recurring theme. In other words, it would only indicate a 
planning related piece of information to an urban planner if similar messages kept 
repeating themselves.  
Some non-users who were interviewed at the site during the case study revealed that 
they at first intended to send in a message, but upon observing the screen for a while, 
found that someone else had already sent in a similar one. Hence, they refrained from 
their original intent. This indicates a problematic tension between the user behaviour 
and the planner’s needs. Therefore, a simple, unobtrusive mechanism for users to 
indicate that they support a specific post will be investigated, possibly similar to how 
ratings in online forums provide quantitative clues about the messages most supported 
by a forum’s community. 
Fitting	  it	  into	  the	  IAP2	  Toolbox	  
The IAP2’s Public Participation Toolbox (2006) document lists a wide range of 
techniques, grouped into three categories: to share information; to compile and 
provide feedback; and to bring people together. DIS addresses a gap for tools to 
‘compile and provide feedback.’ None of the tools listed are useful for gathering 
comments at an interactive information kiosk. Only four tools (Comment forms; 
Resident feedback register; Internet surveys/polls; Telephone surveys/polls) are listed 
as ‘providing input from individuals who would be unlikely to attend meetings’ or as 
being ‘useful in gathering input from ‘regular’ citizens.’ None of them, however, 
provide the same unobtrusive level of accessibility directly situated within an urban 
place as DIS.  
Based on the structure and vocabulary of the IAP2 toolbox, the following table 
analyses DIS across three criteria:  
• ‘Think it through’ describes critical information that is useful for any urban 
planning project prior to setting up the system. 
• ‘What can go right?’ evaluates the opportunities of DIS as a public 
participation tool. 
• ‘What can go wrong?’ highlights potential risks and pitfalls. 
 Table	  1:	  Placing	  DIS	  into	  the	  IAP2	  toolbox	  
Discussion	  
The overall positivity the planners noticed within the given message data set cannot 
exclusively be attributed to the system itself and the demographic of users it attracts. 
There are many factors that influenced this outcome.  
First and foremost, the topics and questions on the public screen were specifically 
chosen with the goal to trigger a positive response from the users. A more provocative 
or controversial topic, which the community feels more strongly about, would 
possibly generate more rants or complaints, or be more deliberative in terms of views 
from either side of an opinion spectrum. However, the amount of posts (12) that 
replied to a previous user’s post was small across all 607 messages that were received 
over the course of the case study. 
Secondly, the selected subset of 80 ‘on topic’ messages handed to the planners was 
not representative of all messages. Note, however, that this should not imply that ‘off 
topic’ posts were mostly negative. On the contrary, the system received everything 
from love messages to marriage proposals, and generated a lot of fun amongst the 
users. The offensive messages came from a small minority of users (Figure 3). 
Nevertheless, in the discussion leading up to evaluating the dataset, the urban planners 
mentioned the general positivity they experience from residents in their 20s/early 30s 
when thinking about the future of the city: ‘They are usually the voice of reason, 
[who] temper the ideas we get from the older generation’ or who are more likely to 
think that change ‘might not be such a bad idea’ (SP Ron). So although the positivity 
that the planners appreciated so much cannot be exclusively attributed to the system 
itself, the combination of a broad topic and a young demographic without emotional 
attachments to an urban place likely contributed to these findings. 
This study was undertaken to reveal the potentials, merits, opportunities, challenges, 
implications and risks of real-time, user-generated, public screen systems like DIS for 
public participation purposes. This paper focuses on the response of planners from a 
range of backgrounds to the output generated by this technique. 
From this perspective, the findings reveal a tension between the also appreciated 
brevity of the messages and the lack of context. This is evidently true for any 
compromise between length and depth of feedback. If richer feedback from ‘regular’ 
citizens is required, there are better tools available, such as telephone or in-situ 
interviews. However, these are also more resource intensive and expensive. DIS may 
have the bigger price tag to set up initially (secured urban TV screens are about 7-10 
times more expensive than consumer TVs), but if a local authority already has access 
to a well positioned public or urban screen infrastructure, e.g. event screens, the cost 
to run the system is indeed very small (SMS gateway and web hosting is under $100 
per month).  
The cost of the real-time moderation largely depends on how busy the system gets, 
which in turn depends on the location and positioning of the screen. In busy 
environments, one dedicated moderator is recommended to do the task. In other 
circumstances, e.g., when expecting around 1 message per hour, several distributed 
trained moderators, who might be planners or professional staff going on about their 
usual job duties, can easily share the task from anywhere with their Internet connected 
desktop or mobile phone. 
The benefits of a more active involvement of the moderators to follow up specific 
posts were already touched on in the previous section. Interviews with the users 
revealed that some were indeed confused about the relationship between the public 
screen and the information kiosk, and questioned whether their contribution would 
lead to anything further other than it appearing on the screen. The system in its current 
form does allow moderators to respond via the screen in a way that is highlighted to 
the users, however, the case studies undertaken to date have not leveraged this 
opportunity. Future work should investigate the effects this could have on the 
perceived value of the system in the public, as well as the generated data. 
In its current form, DIS delivers useful results as an electronic, public brainstorming 
tool that may be required during the visioning process of an urban planning project. 
The crowd-sourced creativity is encouraged by the systems anonymity, the low barrier 
of entry and by demonstrating to the users that any non-offensive message is valued.  
Future installations should examine the influence of branding the installation as a 
local government initiative (rather then a university research project) as well as active 
participation and engagement in the public conversation on the urban planners behalf. 
Mounted on a truck, it could serve as a mobile interactive probe to gauge public 
opinion about city issues in various neighbourhoods or suburbs. 
Conclusion	  	  
DIS is a new tool that offers an innovative way to seek feedback from a more general, 
possibly more apathetic or time-poor public, who still have a valuable opinion about 
how a local urban place could be improved. It provides a low barrier of entry and 
input through the users’ personal devices they feel familiar and comfortable with. 
By making the two-way communication between the local government and its 
residents more publicly accessible than online, by providing a physical, situated 
window into the local digital conversations, which is accessible to all ages and levels 
of interest, a more informed community emerges.  
In a world where social connections are kept across continental boundaries, where 
global information is accessible anywhere creating information overflow, DIS 
emphasises the importance of place. 
IAP2 sets up a valuable toolkit for the planner to assist with their responsibility to 
engage and consult the public on a range of issues. DIS offers a new tool for the kit, 
aimed at engaging some of those citizens who are not necessarily effectively engaged 
by other tools, specifically younger people. As the use of interpersonal 
communication technologies evolves and mobile access to the Internet becomes more 
widespread, DIS takes advantage of these developments and the shift in popular 
communication methods. It also places the interactions visibly within a public place, 
opening the forum to all present with real benefits for open and interactive 
communication with the located audience. 
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